CHAPTER XVII

SHUFFLE

TIMURLANE'S death, early in the fifteenth century, left his
Tartars no whip but their own, with which they flagellated
the land in a wave of sensual enthusiasm.

The tide turned at the end of the century, when one
Ismael captured Baku with a small force. Claiming
descent from Ali, he was Shi'a to a fault. Using his sword,
he laid the foundations of the fine Safavian dynasty, of
whom Shah Abbas the Great was the chief star in the
firmament. He reigned from 1587 to 1629.

The story goes that, hearing of his father's death,
Abbas, being the second son, fled to Kurdistan with a
thousand men to avoid being blinded by his brother, who
sent messages entreating him to return; going so far as to
guarantee his sight. But Abbas was wary. Besides, a court
nobleman wrote to him suggesting that for a dukedom he
would make the barber of the King of Kings cut the royal
throat during the next shave. Abbas accepted. He
created the traitor a duke, but the following day, using his
prerogative, he asked the court what was the due of a
loyal servant who yet caused his master's death. The
traitor had the privilege of first reply, and could but
answer that the servant should be punished. Straightway
the Shah struck off the traitor's head with his own sword,
saying that as he had betrayed his original master so might
he serve the second.

One of Abbas5s best strokes of diplomacy was when he
realized that his entire army of a,bout fifty thousand men
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